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It is a commonplace that ours is an increasingly visual society (Baudrillard 1981,  Bauman 2000, Debord 1967), and accounting practice has reflected this trend (Beattie et al. 2008, Davison and Skerratt 2007, Hopwood 1996,  Lee 1994).  Yet until relatively recently the visual has gone largely unnoticed in accounting research.  Interest in visual forms has permeated the humanities (for example, Barthes 1980, 1982a, 1982b, 1982c, Berger 1972, Mitchell 1986, 1994, 1999, 2005, Sontag 1971) and some other social science disciplines (for example, Pink et al. 2004 and Ruby 2006 in anthropology, or Anderson 1980 and Tversky 1974 in psychology), resulting in the institution of journals such as Visual Communication, Visual Studies and Visual Culture, and the publication of visual-focused books (for example, Banks 2001 and 2007, Emmison and Smith 2000, Margolis and Pauwels 2011, Olson et al. 2008, Pink 2014, Rose 2012).  Whereas in these disciplines visual forms have long been studied as powerful, expressive and performative media, such interest has been slow to infiltrate management studies (Strangleman 2004), including accounting, where the visual has often been (erroneously) regarded either as empty decoration or as transparent information (Davison 2010, 2014).  This might be due to the apparent occupation of extreme positions by the disciplines involved:  at least conventionally, accounting is associated with objectivity and rigour, while visual culture is linked with subjectivity and imagination.  

In recent years the visual field in accounting has developed more rapidly, so that it has now reached a point where reflection on the shape, quality and future of the field is timely.  Visual research in accounting has from the outset been a tale of two orientations that reflect accounting’s dual status as both an art and a science and the research field has historically been broadly divided into approaches inspired by the visual arts on the one hand, and on the other hand those positioned more scientifically within economics and psychology; sociology has provided a middle path.  Early humanities-inspired work discussed aesthetics and accounting (Cooper et al. 1994), while early economics-related work was focused on the influence on decision-making of schematic faces (for example, Smith and Taffler 1984) and financial graphs (for example, Beattie and Jones 1992). A seminal special issue of Accounting Organizations and Society in 1996 featured three pioneering interpretive papers on photographs and design in corporate annual reports (Graves et al. 1996,  McKinstry 1996,  Preston et al. 1996) with a preface by Hopwood (1996).  Since then there has been a notable blossoming of interpretive visual accounting research, including work published in a special issue of Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal (2009). In the closely related management discipline, various initiatives by the European Institute for Advanced Studies in Management and by the UK Economic and Social Research Council have continued to foster interest​[1]​, books have been commissioned (for example, Styhre 2010, Puyou et al. 2011, Bell et al. 2013), and a prize-winning special issue published of Qualitative Research in Organizations and Management: An International Journal (2012).  In the marketing field there have been notable contributions (for example, McQuarrie and Mick 1996, Messaris 1994, 1997, Schroeder 2002, Scott, 1994).

The purpose of this paper is to offer the first wide-ranging review and synthesis of visual research in accounting.  A prior paper (Bell and Davison 2013) focuses on visual methods in management studies, and refers to 20 papers in accounting research as a sub-field of visual methods.​[2]​​[3]​  This present paper is distinct from that work in being focused on accounting, and providing an extensive review and synthesis of 83 papers in accounting together with consideration of the strengths, challenges and future directions that relate specifically to the accounting field.  It contributes in a number of ways.  Firstly, it gives an overview of the ‘visual turn’ in contemporary society, its relationship to the ‘linguistic turn’ (de Saussure 1995,  Rorty 1979), and its manifestation in the accounting field.  Secondly, it provides the first attempt at bringing together a wide range of work in the visual accounting field.  It takes a broad definition of the visual, from pictures and photographs to film, architecture, logos, fonts, diagrams, advertisements, schematic faces and web pages (see Table 1);  graphs are largely excluded as a sub-field that has previously been reviewed (Beattie and Jones 2008).  Thirdly, it orders the field:  as a basis for the classification it constructs a framework using an interdisciplinary lens to examine the roots of the field, moving progressively from the humanities to the sciences.   Thus it shapes the field through its interdisciplinarity, and gives a sense of pattern to a previously disparate set of papers.  Fourthly, the paper evaluates the field:  the breadth and diversity of issues and forms investigated, its interdisciplinary theoretical eclecticism, interdisciplinary resistance, methodological challenges (especially of content analysis) and the practicalities and risks associated with visual reproductions and copyright.  Finally, a rich agenda for future research is outlined, considering the range of visual forms, key issues and theory and methodology.   Additionally, there are two comprehensive appendices detailing research papers by the visual form examined and by the issue explored.

1.1 The importance of visual forms to accounting

Visual forms are important to accounting.  Their omnipresence in the contemporary business world makes it imperative to engage with their messages, and, more critically, to be alert to their capacity to engender thought patterns and effects of framing (Tversky and Kahneman 1986).  Visual forms are complex, multi-faceted and often of elusive meaning(s) (Mitchell 1994).  For example, the pictures in annual reports, like works of fine art or of literature, carry plural and simultaneous messages, and are open to analysis from a variety of perspectives.  Pictures and photographs, in many respects like financial statements themselves, ‘constitute an intricate, interlinking and overlapping mélange of representation and construction’ (Davison 2010).  They lie at a complex crossroads between reality and creation, objectivity and subjectivity, incremental information and impression management, where the nature of ‘reality’, ‘representational faithfulness’ or ‘truth’ is often elusive (Gombrich 2002;  Rorty 1979; Shapiro 1997).  

Table 1 Visual forms related to accounting in this review*+

Visual form	Number of papers








Presentation, format, book history	2
Visual branding and logos	2







Cartoon graphics – schematic faces	1
Graphs[not the focus of this review]	2
Total 	         83

* See Appendix 1 for a full listing of papers
+ This table classifies papers according to the author’s judgement as to the main visual form examined.  Some papers examine more than one visual form.


It has been suggested that since ancient times, our minds have stored memories visually and worked creatively through mental maps, patterns and images (Carruthers 1990).  The visual is important to both our individual and our collective memories, for example, in the image of ascension (Davison 2004; Jung 1980).  Findings in contemporary experimental psychology have reinforced ancient knowledge (Carruthers 1990) indicating that subjects presented with linguistic and visual material devote twice as much time to examining the visual (Tversky 1974), and that the visual has a more powerful place in cognitive memory than words.  Pictures assist in communicating complex messages with simplicity (Anderson 1980), and coherent visual structure is important to good understanding (Spoehr and Lehmkuhle 1982).  A growing body of studies in psychology highlights the ability of visual material to arouse emotion (Davison 2014, Joffe 2008).  The role of emotion, and its relationship to the body and aesthetics, has emerged as a significant area of research in the field of management and organisational analysis (Albert et al. 2000) and the role of emotion in investment decisions has started to gain considerable attention in behavioural finance (see, for example, Taffler and Tuckett 2010).  

Some visual forms are two-dimensional and static in time:  for example, static visual presentations of numbers and letters;  pictures, drawings, photographs;  graphs, charts, diagrams and maps;  logos;  book format;  websites.  Other two-dimensional visual forms move in time:  for example, film and video.  Visual forms may be three-dimensional and static, as in the case of architecture, or three-dimensional and moving, as in the case of meetings or the individual human body and fashion.  All of these forms may be found in media that are accounting-related or that give comment on accounting:  in for example, annual reports and other financial reporting documents, management reporting documents, intellectual capital statements, newspapers and other press media, recruitment literature, fine art, popular films, professional architecture, investor presentations and annual general meetings, to name but a few [see Table 5].  These forms are present both in historical and present-day artefacts, and often exist as mixed media.  For example, both ancient Egyptian funerary architecture incorporating a two-dimensional stone inscription (Ezzamel 2009) (Figure 1), and contemporary web-based electronic annual reports (see, for example 






Figure 1  Princess Nefertiabet and her food








































Table 2 Issues examined in visual accounting research*+

Issue	Number of papers
Accountants’ professional identity	        15
Impression management/communication of corporate information/investor decision-making	        13
Gender and diversity	        10
Visual rhetoric, the nature and power of the visual sign	8
Intellectual capital disclosures	5
Evolution of the annual report	5











Total 	         83

* See Appendix 2 for a full listing of papers
+ This table classifies papers according to the author’s judgement as to the main issue examined.  Some papers examine more than one issue.


The review could be structured in various ways, for example by visual form or by the issue examined, discussed above.  However, given the importance and variety of interdisciplinary theoretical approaches in informing visual research in accounting and its methods, the choice has been made to structure the review by disciplinary roots.  It is grouped under broad disciplinary headings, ‘The humanities’ and ‘The social sciences’, then further divided into appropriate sub-classifications, progressing from the ‘softer’ arts disciplines (art history, aesthetics, visual semiotics, visual rhetoric, drama theory, philosophy) through sociology (impression management and stereotyping, gender and diversity studies, actor network theory) to the ‘harder’ social sciences of psychology and economics.  The review section is thus structured along conventional disciplinary lines for the sake of familiarity and ease of reference.  The evaluative discussion also considers groupings by less orthodox threads that cross conventional disciplinary boundaries:  connections between cognition, memory and the collective unconscious; performativity, power and inscription.  

The paper is organised in four sections.  A ‘visual turn’ in accounting provides context.  Theoretical frameworks across disciplines provides a collection and categorisation of visual research in accounting, moving from the ‘softer’ arts disciplines progressively to those underpinned by the ‘harder’ social sciences of psychology and economics.  An Evaluative discussion provides critical comment on the issues examined, interdisciplinarity, theory, methodology and practicalities and risks.  The final Summary and future agenda summarises the main issues and suggests a fruitful future agenda for visual accounting research.  


2. A ‘visual turn’ in accounting

The visual has increasingly permeated aspects of accounting.  Historically, a major shift towards the visual was associated with the move from aural/oral cultures to written/visual civilisation.  This trend accelerated in Renaissance times with the invention of the printing press (Eisenstein 1979) and possibility of silent visual reading (Saenger 1982), which coincided with the spread of double-entry book-keeping (Carruthers and Espeland 1991,  Hoskin and Macve 1986,  Quattrone 2009,  Thompson 1991).  In modern times, first the ‘Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ (Benjamin 1999), and then the advent of digital communication, have further accelerated the spread and importance of the visual.

It is well documented that visual material has come to occupy a prominent role in contemporary financial reporting (Lee 1994,  Davison and Skerratt 2007;  Beattie et al. 2008).  Some companies have moved beyond creative design to commission artists to work on their documents:  for example, British Land display specially commissioned cartoons from Ronald Searle (Annual Report, 2004), while more recently, the lighting company Zumtobel has worked with the sculptor Anish Kapoor (Annual Report 2011-12);  the advertising and public relations company WPP has for the past eight years commissioned work from a variety of local artists across the world including the Brazilian José Francisco Borges for its 2008 annual report, the Indonesian Erica Hestu Wahyuni for its 2012 annual report and Mexico’s Diego Rivera in 2013 (see this example from Erica Hestu Wahyuni http://www.wpp.com/wppataglance/2013).   In this way not only is the spectator/reader drawn into the field of the arts, and possibly their sponsorship, but at the same time something of the social, artistic and business successes of these individuals, some of whom have risen to great heights from humble origins, rubs off on the company’s image (Davison 2011b, p. 131).  Sometimes association with art is achieved through the reproduction of existing images such as Vermeer’s The Art of Painting (1662-8) shown in Ernst and Young’s 2001 Annual Review, or the Victorian painting by Frith, Life at the Seaside (1852-4) displayed by British Land (Annual Report 2006).

The explosion of the visual in contemporary society has led to efforts at theorising a ‘pictorial turn’, often drawing on linguistic concepts.  This follows on from the ‘linguistic turn’ (de Saussure 1995,  Rorty 1979) that dominated critical thought across disciplines in the latter part of the twentieth century (thinkers such as Barthes, Derrida Foucault, Kristeva, Lacan, Lévi-Strauss, among others).  Traditionally, study of the visual image had been rooted in art history, composition or psychology, thus privileging historicism, aesthetics or psychological perception over analyses based in rhetoric, structuralism or semiotics (Crary 1990,  Kress and van Leeuven 2006).  A limited number of critical theorists and philosophers, notably Barthes (1980, 1982a, 1982b, 1982c), Berger (1972),  Eco (1982), Foucault (1966, 1983), Genette (1997), Mitchell (1986, 1994,  2005), Panofsky (1939), Peirce (1960), Sontag (1971) have examined the nature of the visual sign.  The visual has, however, remained peculiarly resistant to theory, including adaptations of critical theory based in theories of language and literature.  Indeed, linguists themselves are suspicious as to the linguistic nature of the image (Barthes 1982b, Mitchell 1994).  The role of the spectator in creating the meaning of a visual message is as important as that of the reader of a linguistic message, promoted by Barthes (1984b), Eco (1979), Fish (1982) and other proponents of reception theory.  Yet spectatorship too is resistant to linguistic theory:

Spectatorship (the look, the gaze, the glance, the practices of observation, surveillance, and visual pleasure) may be as deep a problem as various forms of reading (decipherment, decoding, interpretation, etc.) and visual experience or “visual literacy” might not be fully explicable on the model of textuality [...] on every level of culture, from the most refined philosophical speculations to the most vulgar productions of the mass media.  
(Mitchell, Picture Theory (1994) p. 16)

Given the paucity of specifically visual theory, adaptations are nonetheless sometimes made of linguistic or literary theory for application to the visual.  The structure of visual communication bears comparison to that of linguistic communication, in consisting of a coded message made up of a signifier and a signified, created by a conjunction of one or more senders together with one or more receivers (de Saussure 1995).  Theoretically, however, great care needs to be taken when adapting literary or linguistic theory for use in relation to the visual as there are profound differences between the two sign systems (Kress and van Leeuwen 2006).  Firstly, and most fundamentally, in language, the signifier (word or form) is largely arbitrary and has no inherent relationship with its signified (meaning or referent).  In visual communication (leaving aside abstract art) on the other hand, the signifier and signified are combined (Barthes 1982b), so that the represented person, place or thing is both the form and the meaning (leaving aside symbolic meanings).  Secondly, verbal language is substantially a linear process that unfolds in time, whereas the visual arts are predominantly static, present their components simultaneously, and only develop a temporal dimension when brought together in series, or in cartoon strips or film (Kress and van Leeuwen 2006,  Mitchell 1986).  Thirdly, although verbal written language has a visual, calligraphic dimension (particularly evident in Egyptian hieroglyphics, or Arabic or Chinese calligraphy for example), it is the visual that is predominantly an art of space, manipulating layout, shapes and colours (Mitchell 1986).  Finally, verbal language consists of discontinuous and discrete elements (words) made up of a finite number of pre-determined alphabetical signs, whereas the visual is a dense system of freely selected marks (shapes and colours) (Goodman 1968, Mitchell 1999).  

The closest field to the visual in accounting is arguably that of accounting-related narratives.  There is extensive research on accounting-related narratives, dating back to the 1970s, that has been the subject of several review papers (for example, Jones and Shoemaker 1994, Cole and Jones 2005, Merkl-Davies and Brennan 2007, Li 2010, Beattie 2014), and which is starting to develop along storytelling lines in addition to positivist work in the economics tradition (Beattie 2014).​[4]​  Verbal and visual texts frequently intertwine and inter-relate:  for example, titles and captions ‘anchor’ the often plural and ambiguous meaning of a visual image (Barthes 1982b).  While visual images are often seen as more ambiguous signs than words, Magritte (1929) reminds us that:  ‘Sometimes words [...] designate specific things, and images vague things; or, equally well the opposite’.  ‘Visual’ material is often mistakenly seen as conterminous with ‘graphical’ material;  graphs represent a sub-set of the visual that has specific characteristics, that are quite distinct from other two-dimensional media such as pictures and photographs.  There is a well-established research field on graphs, often drawing upon statistical graphics theory combined with impression management, reviewed by Beattie and Jones (2008).  Pictures and photographs occupy much more space in annual reports than financial graphs (Davison and Skerratt 2007), and although they connect less directly with the financial statements than either graphs or narratives, they link more directly with organisations and society through their representations of people, places and objects, and give important context to the financial statements (Davison 2013).  

The visual field as defined in this present paper is distinguished by its more recent blossoming, and the very large majority of papers in the field date from 2000 onwards.  Table 3 shows the increasing trend of visual accounting research articles by ten-year period.  In addition to the impetus provided by the special issues of Accounting, Organizations and Society (1996) and Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal (2009), Beattie (2014) notes that the visual field has been ‘championed in the accounting discipline by Davison, an accounting researcher with a literary background’ who therefore brought necessary skills to accounting research.   





1987-1994	  9	First publication in the field 1987
1995-2004	22	AOS special issue 1996





3. Theoretical frameworks across disciplines

The reader could, at this point, if so desired, move directly to the Evaluative discussion in Section 4, which stands independently of this review section.

This review of 83 papers​[5]​ in visual accounting research is organised by the various theoretical underpinnings that have been used in the field, in order to highlight the interdisciplinarity of visual research in accounting.  The groupings start with theory taken from arts-based disciplines, as these are the fields that have devoted the closest attention to analysis of the visual, progressing through sociology to theory from ‘harder’ social sciences such as psychology and economics, within which the accounting research discipline has most commonly been positioned.  The categories are as follows:  (1) ‘The humanities’, starting with ‘Visual-oriented theory’, and moving to ‘Philosophical paths’;  (2) ‘The social sciences’, starting with ‘Sociological approaches’ and moving to ‘Economics and Psychology’ [see Table 4].  


Table 4 Theoretical orientation by discipline and number of papers 





Accounting in art; art history	  1
Theoretical comparisons of accounting with art 	  3
Art in accounting	
     Style and aesthetics	  8
     Visual semiotics	  9
     Visual rhetoric	  7
     Drama theory	  2








Impression management and stereotyping	12
Gender and diversity studies; other sociological approaches	16
Actor network theory	  3
Economics and psychology	
Economics, information and visual disclosure	  5
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Theoretical comparisons of accounting with art













































In the past couple of decades, and particularly since 2000 there has been a sudden explosion of interest in visual form, as Gallhofer and Haslam (1996) had advocated.  This has mainly been examined in the art of annual reports.  Lee (1994) demonstrates the evolution of annual reports in the UK between the 1960s and 1980s from ‘predominantly accounting communications of corporate financial performance to stylised non-accounting projections of corporate identity in a consumer-oriented world’, informed by the work on images and the politics of style by Ewen (1988), who saw annual reports as ‘the domain of designers who slip fantasy between facts and figures’ (pp. 259-60).  In similar vein, McKinstry (1996) offers an interpretive and historical case study of design in a UK company from 1930 to 1994.  This trend towards increased visualisation of UK annual reports has been observed to continue into the 2000s in content analysis work by Davison and Skerratt (2007) and Beattie et al. (2008).  Cooper et al. (1994) offer a more strongly theoretical (unillustrated) analysis of the general trend, by opposing a decline in the authenticity (or ‘aura’, Benjamin (1999)) of the accounting numbers with a move towards aesthetic pleasure and a Platonic desire for harmony and balance, that can also be seen in Foucauldian terms (Foucault 1975, 1985), and  where ‘the precision and meaning of annual reports now lies in the carefully‑crafted pictorial illustration and the tactile appeal of the paper rather than the particular numbers provided.  The unity of the financial statements lies in the artwork, not the numbers’ (p. 8).  In contrast, Graves et al. (1996) contend that the often novel and cartoon-inspired pictorial content of annual reports goes beyond aesthetic pleasure and, far from being trivial or decorative, mimics the epistemology of television (Postman 1985), progressively to constitute a ‘visual rhetoric’ (loosely defined) that is ‘kaleidoscopic, glamorous and entertaining’ in order to persuade the American public of the annual reports’ truth and authenticity;  they provide illustrative examples of cartoons and other novel material.
		





Visual semiotics, or the study of signs (Peirce 1960), and the work of Barthes (1980, 1982b) has provided useful theoretical frameworks.​[7]​  Even in art theory there are few models of the signifying make-up of the visual, such has been its resistance to theory (Mitchell 1994).  However, Barthes has devised several models which have the advantage of being both structured and flexible, and thus useful for case study analysis of individual images and/or organisations.  In the light of Barthes and others, the ‘enchantment’ and idealisation of professional identity in the images of a PwC recruitment brochure are analysed (Hancock 2005).  Barthesian semiotics and its characteristic binary oppositions​[8]​ and emphasis on the role of the reader/spectator, underpin further analyses.  In a study that is diametrically opposed to large-scale economics-inspired samples, Davison (2007) analyses just one photograph, the front cover of an Oxfam charity report, in the light of Barthes’ Camera Lucida, and its division of the photograph or spectrum into a studium, or realm of rational codes, and a punctum, or realm of personal intuition.  The studium may be discerned in the photograph’s dual portrayal of the developed and developing worlds;  the punctum, a more difficult notion, in the wistful Barthesian ‘Look’ of one child in the photograph and its appeal to intangible charitable qualities of trust.  Analysis of Oxfam’s report and its depiction of recyling and education through used bottletops leads to engagement with the Patchwork of the African artist, El Anatsui, made of bottletops (Figure 3).  Elsewhere, extended analysis is undertaken of Barthes’ ‘Rhetoric of the image’, and its alternative binary model of the visual image as the linguistic and the iconic, and the iconic domain in turn as denotation, or representation, and connotation, or coded cultural and other readings, and uses it to examine Ernst & Young’s portrayal of its professional identity (Davison 2011a).  In an effort to formulate a comprehensive theoretical model of visual rhetoric, Davison (2009) blends visual theory from Barthes (1980, 1982b), Panofsky (1939) and Peirce (1960) to suggest a model of ‘icon, iconography, iconology’,​[9]​ which is then applied to a case study of the changing branding of the rise and fall Bradford & Bingley Bank plc.  Turning alternatively to the contemporary French critical theorist Genette, Davison (2011b) outlines his theory of the ‘paratext’, or surround to a text (Genette 1987), and considers its application to the corporate annual report. Page and Spira (2009), on the other hand, humorously question the role of French critical theory in an imaginative dialogic​[10]​ examination of the development of the ICAEW logo.  






















A small and eclectic but novel body of work has turned to philosophy for intellectual underpinning.  A few authors have made imaginative conceptual leaps to explore aspects of the visual guided by aspects of philosophy rather than by arts-based theories directly related to the visual.  Beard (1994) draws on Bergson’s theory of the comic​[14]​ to inspire her analysis of accountants in popular films.  Rämö (2011) combines content analysis, of the photographs in corporate sustainability reports, with an Aristotelian analysis of phronesis or wisdom, and the reinforcement of verbally expressed phronesis by visual portrayals.  The visual also carries important traces of our collective past, and an appeal to our collective memory (Eliade,1980) may exist consciously or unconsciously in organisational documents.  For example, the archaic symbol of religious ascension may be discerned in the frequent appearance of staircases, ladders, lifts and other means of ascent in contemporary annual reports (Davison 2004).  Accounting may be seen as a performative ritual, a rain dance or a religious ceremony (Cleverly 1973, Davison 2004,  Gambling 1977), and the vestiges apparent in the pictures of contemporary annual reports (Davison 2004) have their roots in ancient inscriptions, such as those of the  sculpture of ancient Egyptian temples (Ezzamel 2009).  Hobbes’ theory of collective order​[15]​ in The Leviathan can illuminate the power of accounting inscriptions, in the funerary sculpture of ancient Egyptian temples, to create and promote order in society (Ezzamel 2009).  ‘Pictorial scenes engraved on the walls of temples and tombs, frequently supported by linguistic and numerical texts, were part of the rituals that celebrated festival offerings [yet] these three modes of representation are not in a relation of complete replication of each other’ (Ezzamel 2009, pp. 367-8).

Campbell et al. (2009) analyse the trend in our relationship with ‘the Other’ evidenced in the pictures of corporate annual reports, and inspired by Levinas (1993) and Baumann (1995).  Unusually, they succeed in combining strong philosophical argument with extensive quantitative content analysis and with useful fine-grained analysis of the postures and profiles of ‘facework’.  They follow Levinas’ argument that morality begins in the face to face. Similarly, Bauman argued that ‘morality is the encounter with the Other as face’ (Bauman 1993, p. 48). And, moreover, ‘not only morality but I, myself, am constituted through my facing up to the Other’ (Bauman 1993).  From their analysis of annual reports, Campbell et al. (2009) suggest that the presence of human faces may work towards the dehumanisation of the Other, reflecting Bauman’s (1995) era of the anonymous, and thus effacing the fundamental ethical challenge of the Other.  This moral ‘facework’ may be usefully compared with the insights on facial portraiture from art theory (Davison 2010) and from psychology (Smith and Taffler 1996).  









Impression management and stereotyping

Impression management may be called upon as a general umbrella framework for visual analysis, or may offer specific theories of the visual.  Impression management can be discerned in various visual forms.  For example, it might be construed as the motivation behind architectural constructions.  The finance profession has a long tradition of visual symbolism through strong architectural presence in prestige buildings.  McGoun (2004, p. 1085) argues that ‘there is a visceral appeal of an architecturally distinguished building to the senses, that speaks to us in a way that the cerebral appeal of pure information cannot’.  Here impression management is as a rhetorical, formal element.  Visual impression management is similarly cited as the motivation behind the visual rhetoric that was an important element of the 19th century architecture of Chartered Accountants Hall in the City of London, built to impress and to rival the competitor buildings of the much longer-established legal and medical professions (McKinstry 1997, 2008).

Impression management may also be discerned in photographs and films.  In more contemporary times, the accounting profession is still defensive regarding its image, often negatively depicted in the media (Hoffjan 2004).  In response, the profession is shown to be keen to reposition its image from that of a dull and pedestrian ‘bean-counter’ to something more colourful and exciting.  Ewing et al. (2001) demonstrate this shift through content analysis of photographs placed in an Australian business periodical in the late 1990s.  Self-presentation of professional identity is elsewhere (Jeacle 2008) given stronger theoretical guidance from Goffman’s sociological treatise, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959).   Here the context is related to behaviour, and a ‘dramaturgical’​[16]​ understanding of impression management as to how individuals behave ‘backstage’, ‘front stage’, how they ‘keep face’ and put on a ‘work show’.  The theoretical framework is thus akin to drama (Biehl-Missal 2011), but slightly removed from the visual per se.  In this Goffmanian context Jeacle (2008) illuminates the efforts made by contemporary UK Big Four firms in their recruitment brochures to dissipate the social stigma associated with accounting and replace it with a more colourful image.  Elsewhere, accounts  of modernity by Giddens (1990, 1991) and Lipovetsky and Charles (2005), blended with elements of Barthesian visual semiotics enrich a study of self-projected visual professional identity in the adverts of four decades of CIMA magazines from the 1970s to the 2000s (Baldvinsdottir et al. 2009).  Four stages are identified: pre-modernity, modernity, high-modernity and hyper-modernity (Lipovetsky and Charles 2005).  General reference to several studies based in stereotyping is the motivation behind content analysis of popular film that also detect this shift in accountants’ professional identity (Smith and Briggs 1999,  Dimnik and Felton 2006, Felton et al. 2008).  These studies do not, however, focus specifically on visual modes of portraying identity.  

The use of visual media (photographs) as a basis for eliciting views of the stereotyping of professional identity has more recently been proposed as a research method in accounting, informed by Bourdieu, Goffman or Latour (Warren and Parker 2009).  This research method, known as photo-elicitation, originates in visual anthropology (Wagner 1979) and is ‘based on the simple idea of inserting a photograph into an interview’ (Harper 2002, p. 13), a photograph that may have been taken by the researcher or the interviewee.   The proponents of the method argue that visual elements stimulate differently from words, in that ‘the parts of the brain that process visual information are evolutionarily older than the parts that process verbal information. Thus images evoke deeper elements of human consciousness than do words (Harper 2002, p. 13), connecting with similar comment by medieval historians (for example, Carruthers 1990, 1998) and psychologists (for example, Anderson 1980)   As Harper (2002) also notes, while most elicitation studies use photographs, studies can equally well use paintings (as in the case of Berger’s famous use in Ways of Seeing (1972)), drawings, cartoons, or even public displays such as graffiti or advertising billboards.  In accounting there is as yet no empirical work that uses photo-elicitation, but the potential is considerable (Parker 2009).  Caution is, however, frequently advocated over the use of the photo-elicitation method:  it cannot, for some, replace extensive field research, lacks objectivity and needs strong theoretical underpinning (Tyson 2009).  Yet its very subjectivity can be a strength in critical accounting and management studies (Warren 2005,  Parker 2009).

Gender and diversity studies; other sociological approaches

Photographs in annual reports can provide insights into issues of gender, class and race.  Such research has consistently provided evidence of a general under-representation of women (Kuiper 1988, Tinker and Neimark 1987, Anderson and Imperia 1992, Benschop and Meihuizen 2002, Bujaki and McConomy 2010a, 2010b) and female under-representation on company boards (Bernardi et al. 2002, 2005) or in professional firms (Duff 2011).  Other studies additionally examine class (Tinker and Neimark 1987) and the under-representation of ethnic minorities (Bernardi et al. 2005, Duff 2011).  Many of these studies rely largely on content analysis and associated statistical analysis, having taken under-representation of a section of society as their motivation.  Others cite critical feminist theory (Benschop and Meihuizen 2002, Jeacle 2006, Bujaki and McConomy 2010a and 2010b).  Kuasirikun (2011), like Campbell et al. (2009) succeeds in combining quantitative analysis with a strong theoretical foundation in Habermas.  In the light of Habermasian theory of the ‘lifeworld’ (Habermas 1987), and social exchange through the ‘ideal speech situation’, she analyses large samples of Thai annual reports, coding photographs by gender and occupation to demonstrate the continuing subordination of women in the Thai social and cultural context.
















































3.2.2 Economics and psychology

Economics, information and visual disclosure

Photographs and pictures may be regarded as disclosures of intellectual capital, and thus relevant to economics-inspired research into the information provided to capital markets.  The complexity and constructed nature of visual images means that while they may be incremental information, they may equally well form impression management, or a combination of both (Davison 2010).  Davison and Skerratt (2007) argue that companies may resort to the use of visual disclosures in the form of pictures and photographs given the deficiencies of the traditional accounting framework with regard to intangible assets, and the absence of information regarding human, relational or structural capital in the balance sheet, long highlighted by writers such as Lev (2001).  Intellectual capital disclosures are characterised by a high degree of uncertainty in interpretation, and commercial sensitivity (Beattie and Smith 2012).  Moreover, intellectual capital has special characteristics, such as investment in human and often emotionally linked attributes, or in abstract concepts such as strategy, which visual images can better bring to life than words or numbers.  Research has started to document such usage in archival content analysis of visual images in financial reporting in the UK (Davison and Skerratt 2007), New Zealand (Steenkamp and Hooks 2011), and Malaysia (Husin et al. 2012).  Turning, in the context of legitimacy theory, to graph and photograph use in sustainability reports of more and less sustainability-driven companies in Australia, Hrasky (2012) finds that less sustainable companies pursue legitimacy symbolically while sustainability-driven firms convey more about actual impacts and accomplishments. She therefore concludes that some sustainability reporters appear to be using imagery as a rhetorical “green-washing” tool in their communication with stakeholders.  Hooks et al. (2010) offer a welcome contribution in going beyond archival work to elicit and compare the pictorial interpretations of preparers and ‘informed investors’ through questionnaire surveys and interviews.  It is interesting to see corroboration in their work of longstanding literary theory (Barthes 1984b) that authors do not control all the readings of their texts, and that readers are an important part of the creation of meaning, since they find that ‘users overlooked some messages which were complex and symbolic and also perceived more messages than intended by the preparers’ (Hooks et al. 2010).
  
Visual psychology and experiments

There is an extensive literature in psychology on the respective roles of words and pictures within cognition, a major issue which continues to be debated.  As outlined by Best (1986), some argue that mental material is collected and stored in codes which are based in both words and images, while others argue that memory is organised as propositions, or abstract units which are neither verbal nor visual.  However, a number of findings are well accepted:  the ‘Stroop effect’ (see Lupker and Katz 1982) demonstrates the interdependence of verbal and visual communication;  Tversky (1974) finds that subjects presented with linguistic material and pictures devote twice as much time to examining the pictures;  in experimental psychology Anderson (1980) discusses papers which suggest that pictures have a more powerful place in cognitive memory than words and assist in communicating complex messages with simplicity.  Other research has considered, for example, the relationship between picture processing and memory (Spoehr and Lehmkuhle 1982) and observes the importance of coherent visual structure to good understanding.  Elsewhere the desire to simplify understanding is argued to be a fundamental cognitive principle (Chater 1999), important for our study of annual report readership.  































Source:  Smith and Taffler (1996, p. 73)






The visual research field in accounting has notable strengths.  A first strength of the field is the breadth and diversity of its engagement:  the range of issues covered and visual forms considered.  Secondly, it is theoretically rich, eclectic and innovative.  Yet this diversity is at the same a time a weakness, as the field lacks cohesion.  There are also intellectual and practical challenges to visual accounting research, including interdisciplinary resistance, methodological challenges and practical risks and difficulties.  This section refers to tabular analyses of research papers in the field by visual form (Table 1), issue examined (Table 2), the year of publication (Table 3), theoretical orientation (Table 4), the documentary and geographical location of visual material (Table 5) and the methodology deployed (Table 6) (in Sections 1 to 4).  It should, however, be emphasised that while quantities of papers are an indicator of research efforts in various areas, they are not a substitute for an assessment of the quality of work, given in the textual analysis.  


4.1 Breadth and diversity of vision in organisations and society








Table 5 Documentary and geographical location of visual material
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Theoretical eclecticism is a necessary corollary not only to such breadth and diversity of issues, but also to the breadth and diversity of forms that fall within the domain of the visual (see Table 1 in the Introduction).  By far the majority of papers have focused on the static and two-dimensional:  notably pictures and photographs and especially those of annual reports, but also press photographs (for example, Matilal and Höpfl 2009), adverts (for example, Baldvinsdottir et al. 2009), sketches and diagrams (Mouritsen et al. 2001, Spira and Page 2011) and early printed accounting texts (Quattrone 2009).  In the accounting information context there has also been some small attention to other aspects such as logos and fonts (Davison 2009, Page and Spira 2009) and colour (for example, So and Smith 2002; Courtis 2004).  Dynamic and moving visual forms such as film (for example, Dimnik and Felton 2006; Felton et al. 2008), video (Daly and Schuler 1998), web pages (Cho et al. 2009) and AGMs (Biehl-Missal 2009) have also received some limited attention, alongside questions of space and architecture (for example, McKinstry 1996).  The geographical location of the visual material examined (shown in Table 5) has been overwhelmingly in the US and the UK, with a smattering of single studies elsewhere (Arab Gulf States, Australia, Canada, Denmark, Hong Kong, India, Malaysia, Netherlands, Thailand).  Some are sample studies using content analysis, others are interpretive work with illustrations, and others (mainly in the UK) are case studies.  Most have also been studies of the private sector, with some attention to Big Four accounting firms (Davison 2011a, Duff 2011) and one study of a charity (Davison 2007).  


4.2 Theoretical eclecticism and the visual

The visual field is characterised by theoretical innovation, taking approaches from the humanities as well as the social sciences.  This is in contrast to the accounting narratives field, that has frequently been underpinned by economics-related over-arching frameworks in agency, signalling, legitimacy, stakeholder, institutional or specifically economic theories (Merkl-Davies and Brennan 2007), (although this has started to shift to include insights from psychology, sociology and critical perspectives (Merkl-Davies and Brennan 2011).  To some extent the unrealised interdisciplinary potential in the accounting narratives field is surprising, as it is more closely related to humanities-based approaches such as literary and critical theory, starting to be used more latterly (Beattie 2014).  The connections made in the visual field are important in building new bridges with a wide variety of disciplines whose knowledge may be fruitfully applied in accounting contexts.  Reflecting accounting’s bimodal make-up as both an art and a science, the key interdisciplinary strengths lie in engagement with theory from the humanities and from psychology.  

Visual accounting research demonstrates a perhaps unexpected extent of engagement with visual-oriented theory from the humanities (see Table 4 in Section 3).  The strength of humanities-inspired interpretive interdisciplinary work on the visual in accounting lies in careful and rigorous theoretical argument closely referenced to critical theory, together with analytical evidence that goes well beyond the descriptive.  There are no set methods, and each set of arguments or case is unique.  Such analysis is slow and painstaking, and requires conceptual leaps, imagination, and attention to subtlety in nuances of form (shapes and colours) and context (historical and cultural).  One forte of these approaches is close study of the particular:  for example, Barthesian visual semiotics inspires close analysis of a professional accounting firm’s idealised recruitment brochure (Hancock 2005).  Another forte is consideration of the context of the underlying reflections of society in its historical and cultural manifestations:  for example, theoretical underpinning in the notion of ‘aura’ (Benjamin 1999) facilitates examination of the relationship between accounting and capitalism (Gallhofer and Haslam 1991);  a consideration of society trivialised by the advent of technology and television (Postman, 1985) informs analysis of a ‘TV epistemology’ of annual reports (Graves et al. 1996);  postmodern perspectives highlight the representational, ideological and constitutive roles of pictures in annual reports (Preston et al. 1996).  Such approaches are open to subjective readings of symbolic connotations as well as of more straightforward denotations (Barthes 1982a,  Baldvinsdottir et al. 2009, Picard et al. 2014).  A final strength is the humanities-inspired theoretical approaches allow for consideration of the role of emotion, whether charitable compassion (Davison 2007), grief following corporate environmental disaster (Matilal and Höpfl 2009), the now well-recognised ‘irrational exuberance’ of the capital markets (Davison 2008) or our response to the ‘Other’ (Campbell et al. 2009), and can encompass intangible qualities such as reputation (Davison 2002) and  trust (Davison 2009, 2010).

At the other end of the disciplinary spectrum, another theoretical strength of the visual accounting research field is its engagement with psychology, especially experimental psychology, to give scientific underpinning to research into the impact of visual forms on investor judgements and decision-making in the capital markets.  Psychology provides experimental evidence regarding visual perception, memory, cognition and the role of emotion.  The strengths of experimental psychology lie in its precise isolation of a given variable, and in confidence that the experiment has been conducted in such a manner that the findings can be replicated, in contrast to the study of the particular in humanities-inspired work.  Compared to approaches from the humanities experimental psychology has the advantage of yielding quantitative data which can be statistically analysed and lead to generalised conclusions.   The theoretical approaches, discussed earlier, include the psychology of facial expression (Smith and Taffler 1996), the psychology of colour (So and Smith 2002, Courtis 2004a), media richness theory (Cho et al. 2009) and consumer psychology (Townsend and Shu 2010a) and social psychology (Townsend and Shu 2010b).  






Figure 6 Theoretical structures in visual accounting research

Conventional disciplinary theoretical categories in visual accounting research ‘Soft’				Visual arts				Humanities													Philosophy						Sociology 				Social sciences													Economics‘Hard’				Psychology
Less orthodox threads in visual accounting researchCognition, memory & the collective unconscious[Visual arts, philosophy, psychology]Performativity, power & inscription[Visual arts, sociology]


Moreover, a focus on the visual brings into play threads and connections across papers that cross orthodox disciplinary boundaries, as in the following.

Cognition, memory and the collective unconscious.  It has been recognised since ancient times that the visual plays a special role in the workings of the mind, has special communicative powers, and is fundamental to both individual and collective memory.  Our understanding of the important role of the visual in classical and medieval times (Carruthers 1990, 1998) is corroborated in contemporary psychology (Anderson, 1980;  Spoehr and Lehmkuhle 1982,  Tversky 1974).  This thread runs through visual accounting research from the visual communicative power of ancient Egyptian inscriptions (discussed under Philosophical paths) (Ezzamel 2009) to medieval accounting treatises (Visual rhetoric) (Quattrone, 2009) to the role of aesthetics in contemporary annual reports (Visual experimental psychology) (Townsend and Shu 2010a, 2010b).  The presence of a collective unconscious may be discerned in the visual symbolism of contemporary annual reports (Philosphical paths) (Davison 2004), to the reassuring repetitive ritual in the ‘dot.com’ era (Visual rhetoric) (Davison 2008).





The theoretical eclecticism that is a key strength of the field could also be viewed as undesirable intellectual polymorphism that threatens and destabilises core intellectual disciplines (Knights and Willmott 1997), and results in shallowness and stultification of depth (Walker, 2005).  The need for adequate expertise in more than one discipline brings an accompanying risk of amateurism (Pink 2004), and to be well conducted necessitates significantly greater reading and referencing, quite apart from intellectual agility and conceptual leaps.  Interdisciplinary work challenges vested interests, intellectual orthodoxies, conventions and exclusivity (Walker, 2005).  McKinstry (2008) notes that in parts of the accounting scholarly community there may be a perception that arts-related research is frivolous, and yet such studies need ‘vast amounts of work, when compared with some areas of more mainstream accounting research’ (p. 537).  There is the dual isolation of loss of academic disciplinary roots, together with intellectual resistance, discomfort, bewilderment (Quattrone 2000) and even hostility, to the reception of interdisciplinary work by journal and funding body reviewers, colleagues and institutions.  Journals need suitable referees, who are not easy to find (McKinstry 2008).  The visual accounting field, in attempting to bridge the humanities and the sciences, has often had to be radical in its approach.  Where arts disciplines might dislike the lack of room for ambiguity, sensitivity, emotion and context in economics, economics dislikes the lack of capacity for objectivity and scientific generalisation across large samples of arts-based approaches.  







The nature of visual communication makes it extremely challenging to incorporate within mainstream economics-based accounting research.  It is far from straightforward to capture even descriptive and representational elements of visual media, such as pictures, in quantified and coded content analysis terms.  Basic ‘measurement’ is problematic:  how to define a picture; how to deal with mixed linguistic and visual text; whether to measure by occurrence or by volume;  how to deal with issues such as prominence (a close-up against background material).  Coding is even more problematic as, beyond straightforward representation of a person, place or object, a picture or photograph can have ambiguous meanings or several meanings at the same time.  Yet content analysis has been widely used in visual accounting research (see Table 6).


Table 6 Methodology and methods*

Interpretive	Number of papers
Interpretive case study with theory	10
Interpretive with illustrations, with theory	13
Interpretive case study, little theory	 4
Interpretive and theoretical, no illustrations	8
Interpretive with illustrations, little or no theory	4
	
Interpretive with content analysis	
Interpretive with content analysis and theory	12
Interpretive with content analysis, little or no theory	 2
	
Content analysis	
Content analysis with statistics and theory	4
Content analysis with statistics, little or no theory	 9






Focus on method (photo-elicitation)	4
Questionnaire, some theory	3






*The evaluation of the extent to which a study is theoretical is according to the author’s judgement.





Take, for example, the images shown as Figures 7a and 7b, which are representative of images in corporate sustainability reports.  At a representational level, the figure factually denotes (Barthes 1982a) sky, sea, wind turbines and (in Figure 7b) additionally a boat.  The large dimensions of the wind turbines are not fully apparent in such a photographic record, although the boat in Figure 7b makes these more evident.  Moreover, we do not know what lies beyond the frame.  Contemporary issues of sustainability in society teach us to recognise in the wind turbine a symbol of sustainable energy supply.  But should this be ‘coded’ as environmentally beneficial in its harnessing of wind power?  Or should it be ‘coded’ as environmentally undesirable, in its impact on the natural landscape? How can content analysis adequately deal with such apparent paradoxes of the visual image?  More nebulous (and more interesting and important) qualities of style and symbolism, or the image’s connotations (Barthes 1982b) are even more evasive of content analysis.  In Figures 7a and 7b there are aesthetic qualities of light through rippling clouds and water and romantic connotations of the solitary boat against sea at dawn or sunset.  The small human presence in the boat is set against the mechanical and inhuman forms of the wind turbines and the very natural forces of the elements.  The proliferation of the unnatural concrete forms is set against the wildness of the open seas.  The complex motif of repetition adds emphasis, implies mechanical reproduction, mass production, replication and proliferation (Benjamin 1999), menace (Magritte 1959), and yet at the same time expresses exuberance and plenty, and injects order, ritual and reassurance (Davison 2008).  How can content analysis adequately capture such richness and complexity?  

Content analysis approaches have been used for large sample work on annual reports, but frequently these remain theoretically and methodologically weak in their engagement with the visual.  They have been useful for studies of gender and diversity, where it has been possible to apply reasonably clear definitions, although some of this work lacks theoretical underpinning.  The strongest theoretical and methodological approaches for the close analysis of the visual arguably come from engagement with the humanities.  Yet the strengths of such analysis (close study of the particular, consideration of context, connotations and emotion) are ill-suited to economics-inspired (or sociology-based) large-scale samples based in coding and statistical techniques.

Figure 7a Lillgrund Wind farm, Sweden


































4.5 Practicalities and risks

Visual accounting case study and interpretive research has to be conducted with caution and care, both regarding the reproduction of material and the interpretations that are made.  De Villiers and Dumay (2013) suggest that accounting papers could use more visual elements, especially photographs, not only for interest and more immediate communication of data, but also because their omission leaves the reader more distanced from the research material.  While these arguments have clear merits (and indeed visual accounting research provides some good examples), the reproduction of visual images entails considerable practicalities and risks.  Publishers are reluctant to provide the resources necessary for high quality (colour) reproduction that adequately reflects the visual richness of the originals in the arts and business communities (McKinstry 2009).  Where reproduction is of a reasonable quality, publishers require authors to obtain high resolution digital versions of pictures and photographs.  Film and video reproduction is generally restricted to stills or frame enlargements that do not replicate the illusion of movement, and thus almost entirely negates the nature of a dynamic visual medium.  Moreover, to reproduce visual images from annual reports, for example, may not only necessitate obtaining copyright permission from the organisation, and from the photographer or artist and any associated image bank, but also permission to reproduce the image of the people, artwork or brands in the image and, where an actor is used, the permission of the relevant professional guild.  Permission must generally be obtained both for reproduction in print media, and also for indefinite reproduction in electronic media, including those not yet known or invented.  There are additionally ethical considerations of anonymity and confidentiality that cannot be met through the use of pseudonyms (Prosser 2000)  Such considerations entail research and understanding of legal frameworks (often complex and international), may involve tracing series of copyrights over many years, and often necessitate the payment of fees.  Moreover, the seeking of copyright and other permissions is not always successful.  Not only do publishers require authors to undertake these extremely time-consuming tasks (generally recognised to be the most difficult area in publishing), but sometimes they also ask authors to sign an indemnification clause against all legal claims.  Yet visual images are ambiguous and open to subjective interpretations.  Authors’ academic institutions are not always willing to provide financial protection against these risks, whether through insurance or otherwise.  These legal considerations mean that vulnerable individual visual researchers must take management of their own personal risks in an increasingly litigious culture where they are caught between the routine risk management practices of the organisations being researched, publishers and their own academic institutions, all seeking to avoid risk and protect their reputations (Power 2004, 2013), and all more powerful than the individual.  This can result in conservatism of research and ‘sanitised findings’ (Wiles et al. 2012), but merely serves to underline the perceived power of the visual image.


5. Conclusions and future research agenda






5.1 Visual forms and locations

The visual form that has received the overwhelming amount of attention is the picture or photograph (see Table 1 in the Introduction), yet here too accounting research is still at a relatively early stage, such is the complexity of the visual sign.  The visual sign is an entire communicative medium (to be compared to verbal language or music), and its structure an entire domain of knowledge and enquiry.  Work on pictures and photographs within accounting still needs greater sophistication beyond recognition of the basic fact that they go beyond aesthetics and information, not only by researchers, but also by reviewers and academic or practitioner readers.  These will of necessity be qualities that take some time to develop.  Within static two-dimensional forms there is a pressing need to extend work beyond the picture/photograph to diagrams and charts (where Lowe et al. (2011) provide interesting work on ‘strategy maps’), elements such as logos, fonts and the use of colour, on all of which aspects there is only a handful of papers to date, as well as to data visualisation (Tufte 1990).  Dynamic forms such as film and video have barely been explored beyond representations of accountants within popular culture, and yet their use is widespread within the corporate domain, in investor presentations, for example.  The same research questions regarding their meaning, impact, preparation and reception apply here as to annual reports, discussed earlier.  Digital media are very under-researched, from web pages to social media (as yet unresearched in accounting), and to our relationship with the computer screen more broadly (Knorr Cetina and Bruegger 2002).  The three-dimensional form of architecture has received some attention within accounting history and within impression management, but space is another visual aspect and ‘taken for granted category’ (Quattrone and Hopper 2001) that would benefit from much greater investigation since the physical environment can influence and affect organisational goals, especially in such areas as commitment, creativity and innovation (Dale and Burrell 2008).





Visual research thus far has been substantially concerned with the key issue of framing and impression management (see Table 2 in the Introduction), especially in financial reporting, yet this work is arguably still in its infancy, such is the reach of the visual.  Research has lagged far behind the visual expertise of the business world and there has been a lamentable lack of engagement with the realities of the preparation and reception of visual accounting-related material.  Indeed, there is little organised knowledge of any aspect of the preparation of annual reports.  There are anecdotal reports of the large number of individuals involved:  for example, 150 people are reported to be involved in annual report preparation at BP (Athanaskou 2013)   There is an urgent need to understand how and why accounting-related visual material is generated, and the respective roles of directors, accountants, auditors and creative designers.  Who oversees the preparation of visual material?  At what point in the annual report process?  How is it selected/produced/commissioned?  Is there a conscious/unconscious relationship with the financial statements?  How professional is the process?  Is use made of insights from marketing or psychology?  Is there awareness of the possible reception of the visual material?  Or does it remain an amateur process in the hands of key individuals?  Does the process vary significantly between organisations?  

Turning to the reception of visual material, there are similarly many research questions to be posed.  Do people look at visual material?  If so which people, what material, for how long and with what objectives, interest and impact?  Is visual material useful in crossing language and cultural barriers in an era of globalisation (Bowe and Martin 2007)?  Or are visual symbols (such as the Bradford and Bingley’s bowler hat (Davison 2009)) sometimes opaque across different cultures?  Pictures are known for emotional power, recognised in the humanities (Carruthers 1990) and through the findings of visual psychology (Joffe 2008), and this is an important area to address.  The role of emotion is well established in management studies (for example, Albert, Ashforth and Dutton 2000), becoming acknowledged in ‘emotional economics’ and behavioural finance (for example, Taffler and Tuckett 2010,  Hertz, 2013), and well understood in the business world and advertising (Hancock and Tyler 2012, Joffee 2008, Newman 2005).  Emotion is especially linked to such intangible values as reputation and trust.  The role of visual material in intellectual capital disclosures is starting to be explored, and this is another avenue to be developed.  Corporate social responsibility reporting is particularly rich in visual imagery, and is one of the most important fields of contemporary accounting and accountability, yet to date there have been only three visual-related papers (Cho et al. 2009,  Rämö 2011,  Boiral 2013).  

The visual elements of accounting are important for their (often unconscious) direct links with and reflections of culture and society.  Gender and diversity issues have received considerable attention (see Table 1 in the Introduction), but as these continue to grow in importance in organizations as well as society generally (hence the new UK requirement to report on the gender breakdown of directors, senior managers and employees), both the research questions and the analysis could be pushed towards greater nuance.  Governmentality (Burchell et al. 1991), now a widespread accounting research issue, is likely to manifest itself in visualised accounting mechanisms, and yet there is so far only one research study, on the use of traffic lights as performance management indicators by a registered social landlord (Manochin et al. 2011).   Accounting history has as yet, with notable exceptions (such as Ezzamel 2009, Mckinstry 1989, Quattrone 2009) barely engaged with the wealth of visual material and its wealth of messages regarding the past (Parker 2009).  The role of accountants in the creative arts and arts-funding bodies, and in arts markets and valuations has scarcely been explored (McKinstry 2009).  Similarly, accounting education in both the research and practical domains would benefit both from the use of visual material as teaching aids, and more importantly in educating researchers, regulators, practitioners and students in the need to be alert to visual messages in accounting and providing tools of analysis.  


5.3 Theory and methodology

The interpretive theories and close textual analysis of the humanities are a key strength of visual accounting research (see Table 4 in Section 3) and allow for engagement with the subjective and ambiguous nature of the visual sign.  The fortes of these approaches are close study of the particular, consideration of the social, historical and cultural context, together with the capacity to encompass connotations and symbolism and the often powerful appeal of the visual to the emotions.  Imaginative visual presentational approaches within the writing of the paper could be more extensively used in accounting research.  These might include alternative layout of text (see Gallhofer and Haslam 1997, Matilal and Höpfl 2009), photo-essays where photographs are given as much as prominence as text (see Preston and Young 2000), more reproduction of archival documents (see Walker 2010) to enrich communication and provide more immediacy and greater intimacy with the research materials (De Villiers and Dumay 2013), and a greater use of charts and diagrams to envision information (Tufte 1990) in the manner used by many organizations (for example to communicate intellectual capital (Mouritsen et al. 2001) or strategy (Spira and Page 2011).   

Visual semiotics and visual rhetoric could be fruitfully further developed in empirical work.  Barthes (1980, 1982b) has been central to much visual accounting research, and some of the visual models based in Barthes and cultural theory could be extended across samples of annual reports or other documents.  For example, models of visual rhetoric based in devices such as antithesis and repetition (see Davison 2002, 2008, 2013) could be amalgamated and/or adapted sensitively for investigation of visual images across large samples.  Or, for example, envisioning of the intangible asset of leadership through the use of physical, dress, spatial and interpersonal codes (see Davison 2010) could be extended into more comprehensive sample analysis, and fresh questions could be asked about the role of culture, ethnicity and/or gender in director appointments and leadership style.  Numerous applications of such models in empirical work examining the private, NGO and public sectors, industry sectors, geographical sectors and so on would be beneficial.  

Theory could be extended across a greater range of critical thinkers and theorists of the visual.  For example, Berger’s Ways of seeing (1972) could be explored, or the many insightful humanities-based essays included in Mitchell’s volumes Iconology.  Image, Text, Ideology (1986), Picture Theory (1994), and What do pictures want? (1999), or the psychology of representation in Art and Illusion (Gombrich 2002) or the elements of visual grammar outlined in Reading Images.  The Grammar of Visual Design (Kress and Van Leeuwen 2006).  Theory appropriate to dynamic visual forms, such as drama theory or film theory has barely featured in visual accounting research to date, and is ripe for further investigation and application to the many moving forms that relate to accounting.  Philosophy too could be better exploited, whether thinking that has specifically engaged with the visual or other branches of philosophy that can be blended with visual theory or otherwise adapted.  Baudrillard’s notion of simulacra (Baudrillard 1981) has surprisingly barely featured in visual accounting research, although it has informed other aspects of accounting work.  The role of the visual in accounting and contemporary society could be examined in the light of Baumann’s liquid modernity (Baumann 2000) or Debord’s society of the spectacle (Debord 1987).  Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis on the role of the body in visual perception (Merleau-Ponty 1968) could be useful in a variety of work.  Eliade’s examination of the role of the image in religious history and collective symbolism (Eliade 1980) could underpin more work on accounting history and accounting’s relationship with myth and the sacred (see Davison 2004).





In summary, therefore, visual forms are important to accounting because of their ubiquity and their power in an increasingly visual and digitalized society.  Visual forms may constitute representation (incremental information) or construction (impression management) or a combination of both.  The visual research in accounting field is ripe for further theoretical and method development, and for expanding the range of research questions, and has important practical and policy implications.  With regard to theory, visual semiotics and visual rhetoric could be fruitfully much further developed, and interdisciplinarity could be extended to include a greater range of thinkers and theory from the humanities (for example, from drama theory, film theory or philosophy), and psychology could feature much more strongly.  Experimental psychology blended with visual semiotics or visual rhetoric would be a strong combination of methods, and psychology could inform a much greater use of interviews, focus groups or questionnaires.  In financial reporting there is an urgent need for engagement with the realities of annual report preparation and reader reception.  The role of the visual arts in reflecting society’s views of accounting would merit examination, as would the role of accounting in the creative arts.  There is similarly huge scope for visual work in accounting history and accounting education.  In addition to work on the picture/photograph (although itself still in early stages), there is a need to examine a much wider range of visual forms;  in financial reporting it is especially important to extend work to digital media.

Visual accounting research is starting to develop strongly as a field, to demonstrate and analyse the power and importance of the visual to accounting, and to push back the sceptical view that visual elements are decorative, peripheral, tangential and trivial, and the erroneous understanding of visual elements such as photographs as transparent and objective information.  Indeed, visual research has recently been evaluated as the ‘Watch this space!’ field in accounting, and as offering ‘an entirely new horizon of investigative possibilities for the accounting research community’ (Parker 2013, p. 21).  Visual media and visual rhetoric (for example, in annual reports, on web pages or in directors’ presentations) are frequently more powerful and revealing than the numbers and narratives composing the technical accounting content to which the bulk of accounting research has been directed.  Understanding the use and abuse of these elements has become all the more critical since the global financial crisis.  Yet both research and regulation have lagged behind sophisticated visual business practices. It might be argued that regulation is impotent with regard to the role of the visual, and yet the related field of advertising is regulated, and the current debate with regard to the removal of branding from cigarette packets serves once again to underline both the power and the financial investment inherent in the visual.  Financial reporting regulators continue to exclude visual material from their statements and deliberations, and it is of interest to note that while the UK Financial Reporting Council ‘Cutting Clutter’ Panel (FRC 2011) (set up to investigate clutter in annual reports), included an academic psychologist, it continued the former practice of ignoring the role of the visual, whether in enlightening or obscuring information.  The UK Financial Reporting Lab has newly launched a ‘Digital Reporting Project’ (FRC 2014) that will review ‘a wide range of digital media, including websites, videos, apps, social media platforms and blogs in their external communications to investors, and how investors use what is produced’;  it would be good to see special consideration of the visual emerge as part of its remit.   There are significant potential policy issues for bodies such as the UK Financial Reporting Council and the US Securities and Exchange Commission.
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Appendix 1:  Research papers reviewed by visual form and date of publication

Visual form	Research papers	No.
Pictures/photographs - organizational	Tinker and Neimark (1987) AOSKuiper (1988) JBCAnderson and Imperia (1992) JBCLee (1994) ABHGraves, Flesher and Jordan, (1996) AOSMcKinstry (1996) AOSPreston, Wright and Young (1996) AOSPreston and Young (2000) AOSEwing, Pitt and Murgolo-Poore (2001) PRQBenschop and Meihuizen (2002) AOSBernardi, Bean and Wippert (2002) AAAJDavison (2002) AAAJDavison (2004) AAAJBernardi, Bean and Wippert (2005) CPAHancock (2005) OWarren (2005) AAAJDavison (2007) AAAJDavison and Skerratt (2007) ICASMcGoun, Bettner and Coyne (2007) CPABeattie, Dhanani and Jones (2008) JBCDavison (2008) AAAJJeacle (2008) CPACampbell, McPhail and Slack (2009) AAAJMatilal and Höpfl (2009) AAAJParker (2009) AAAJTyson (2009) AAAJWarren and Parker (2009) QRAMBujaki and McConomy (2010a) CJASBujaki and McConomy (2010b) GIMCzarniawska (2010) AAAJDavison (2010) AOSHooks, Steenkamp and Stewart (2010) QRAMKamla and Roberts (2010) AAAJDavison (2011a) AAAJDuff (2011) CPAKuasirikun (2011) CPASteenkamp and Hooks (2011) PARRamo (2011) JBEHrasky (2012) AFHusin, Hooper and Olesen (2012) JICBoiral (2013) AAAJDavison (2014) AOSPicard, Durocher and Gendron (2014) AAAJ	43
Film 	Cory (1992) JAEBeard (1994) AOSSmith and Briggs (1999) MADimnik and Felton (2006) AOSFelton, Dimnik and Bay (2008) JBEJeacle (2009) AAAJ	6
Architecture	McKinstry (1997) AOSMcGoun (2004) CPAMcKinstry (2008) CPAJustesen and Mouritsen (2009) AAAJEzzamel (2005) ABREzzamel (2009) AOS	6
General aesthetics	Gallhofer and Haslam (1991) AOSCooper, Cooper, Pheby and Puxty (1992)  Working paperStanton, Stanton and Pires (2004) AAAJTownsend and Shu (2010a) JCPTownsend and Shu (2010b) Working paper	5
Sketches, diagrams	Mouritsen, Larken and Bukh (2001) AOS Spira and Page (2011) working paperLowe, Carmona-Moreno and Reckers (2011) ABR	3
Adverts	Hoffjan (2004) APIBaldvinsdottir (2009) AAAJ	2
Art forms	Yamey (1989) Book, Yale University PressGallhofer and Haslam (1996) AAAJ	2
Colour	So and Smith (2002) AAAJCourtis (2004a) AF	2
Presentation, format, book history	Quattrone (2009) AOSDavison (2011b) CPA	2
Visual branding and logos	Davison (2009) AAAJPage and Spira (2009) AAAJ	2
Traffic light performance indicators	Manochin, Brignall, Lowe and Howell (2011) MAR	1
Maps	Napier (2012) Working paper	1
Postal accounting marks	Courtis (2004b) AF	1
Video	Daly and Schuler (1998) AOS	1
Web pages	Cho et al. (2009) AAAJ	1
AGM as theatre	Biehl-Missal (2011) JMS	1
Cosmetics	Jeacle (2006) CPA	1
Cartoon graphics – schematic faces	Smith and Taffler (1996) AAAJ	1
Graphs[not the focus of this review]	Beattie and Jones (2002) AAAJBeattie and Jones (2008) Review paper -  indicates 25 articles in the area from 1986 to 2008. JAL	2
Total [as per Table 1]		83

AAAJ Journal of Accounting, Auditing and Accountability
ABR Accounting and Business Research
AF Accounting Forum
AOS Accounting, Organizations and Society
API Accounting and the Public Interest
CPA Critical Perspectives on Accounting
CJAS Canadian Journal of Administrative Sciences
GIM Gender in Management:  An International Journal
ICAS Institute of Chartered Accountants of Scotland
JAE Journal of Accounting Education
JAL Journal of Accounting Literature
JAR Journal of Accounting Research
JBC Journal of Business Communication
JBE Journal of Business Ethics
JCP Journal of Consumer Psychology
JIC Journal of Intellectual Capital
JMS Journal of Management Studies
MAR Management Accounting Research
O Organization
JCP Journal of Consumer Psychology
PRQ Public Relations Quarterly
QRAM Qualitative Research in Accounting and Management
QROM Qualitative Research in Organizations and Management
EIASM European Institute of Advanced Studies in Management






Appendix 2 Research papers reviewed by issue and date of publication

Issue	Research papers	No.
Accountants’ professional identity	Cory (1992) JAEBeard (1994) AOSMcKinstry (1997) AOSDaly and Schuler (1998) AOSSmith and Briggs (1999) MAEwing, Pitt and Murgolo-Poore (2001) PRQHoffjan (2004) APIHancock (2005) ODimnik and Felton (2006) AOSFelton, Dimnik and Bay (2008) JBEJeacle (2008) CPAMcKinstry (2008) CPABaldvinsdottir (2009) AAAJDavison (2011a) AAAJPicard, Durocher and Gendron (2014) AAAJ	15
Impression management/communication of corporate information/investor decision-making	Smith and Taffler (1996) AAAJBeattie and Jones (2002) AAAJSo and Smith (2002) AAAJCourtis (2004a) AFMcGoun (2004) CPABeattie and Jones (2008) Review paper -         indicates 25 articles in the area from 1986 to      2008. JALStanton, Stanton and Pires (2004) AAAJTownsend and Shu (2010a) JCPTownsend and Shu (2010b) Working paperBiehl-Missal (2011) JMSDavison (2011b) CPALowe, Carmona-Moreno and Reckers (2011) ABRSpira and Page (2011) working paper	 13
Gender and diversity	Tinker and Neimark (1987) AOSKuiper (1988) JBCAnderson and Imperia (1992) JBCBenschop and Meihuizen (2002) AOSBernardi, Bean and Wippert (2002)      AAAJBernardi, Bean and Wippert (2005) CPABujaki and McConomy (2010a) CJASBujaki and McConomy (2010b) GIMDuff (2011) CPAKuasirikun (2011) CPA	10
Visual rhetoric, the nature and power of the visual sign	Preston, Wright and Young (1996) AOSDavison (2002) AAAJMcGoun, Bettner and Coyne (2007) CPAJustesen and Mouritsen (2009) AAAJQuattrone (2009) AOSCzarniawska (2010) AAAJNapier (2012) Working paperDavison (2014) AOS	8
Intellectual capital disclosures	Mouritsen, Larken and Bukh (2001) AOS Davison and Skerratt (2007) ICASHooks, Steenkamp and Stewart (2010) QRAMSteenkamp and Hooks (2011) PARHusin, Hooper and Olesen (2012) JIC	5
Evolution of the annual report	Cooper, Cooper, Pheby and Puxty (1992) Working      paperLee (1994) ABHGraves, Flesher and Jordan, (1996) AOSMcKinstry (1996) AOSBeattie, Dhanani and Jones (2008) JBC	5
Myth, religion, philosophy, ethics	Davison (2004) AAAJCampbell, McPhail and Slack (2009) AAAJEzzamel (2005) ABREzzamel (2009) AOS	4
Accountability	Courtis (2004b) AFDavison (2007) AAAJMatilal and Höpfl (2009) AAAJManochin, Brignall, Lowe and Howell (2011) MAR	4
Corporate social responsibility	Cho et al. (2009) AAAJRamo (2011) JBEHrasky (2012) AFBoiral (2013) AAAJ	4
Photo-elicitation method	Warren (2005) AAAJParker (2009) AAAJTyson (2009) AAAJWarren and Parker (2009) QRAM	4
Accounting and art	Yamey (1989) Book, Yale University PressGallhofer and Haslam (1996) AAAJ	2
Visual branding 	Davison (2009) AAAJPage and Spira (2009) AAAJ	2
Historical everyday life	Jeacle (2006) CPA Jeacle (2009) AAAJ	2
Globalisation	Preston and Young (2000) AOSKamla and Roberts (2010) AAAJ	2
Accounting and capitalism	Gallhofer and Haslam (1991) AOS	1
Irrational exuberance and repetition	Davison (2008) AAAJ	1
Leadership	Davison (2010) AOS	1
Total [as per Table 2]		83

AAAJ Journal of Accounting, Auditing and Accountability
ABR Accounting and Business Research
AF Accounting Forum
AOS Accounting, Organizations and Society
API Accounting and the Public Interest
CPA Critical Perspectives on Accounting
CJAS Canadian Journal of Administrative Sciences
GIM Gender in Management:  An International Journal
ICAS Institute of Chartered Accountants of Scotland
JAE Journal of Accounting Education
JAL Journal of Accounting Literature
JAR Journal of Accounting Research
JBC Journal of Business Communication
JBE Journal of Business Ethics
JCP Journal of Consumer Psychology
JIC Journal of Intellectual Capital
JMS Journal of Management Studies
MAR Management Accounting Research
O Organization
JCP Journal of Consumer Psychology
PRQ Public Relations Quarterly
QRAM Qualitative Research in Accounting and Management
EIASM European Institute of Advanced Studies in Management





An Oxfam annual report front cover that displays a photograph incorporating recycled bottletops being used to teach the alphabet to children in Africa calls to mind this contemporary African artwork made of recycled bottletops (Davison, 2007).  Both visual artefacts are creative through their transformation of the detritus of contemporary consumption.  There are often connections between the visual messages of annual reports and those of works of art.

This is an example of how intellectual capital processes can usefully be visualised.  In this case a picture drawn by an 11-year old demonstrates the complex network of technology and other forms of knowledge transfer necessary to bring the history and images of the pyramids to a television set (a jeep, a mummie, a camera, a film, a cassette for editing, a cinema, a video-recorder, a book and a father (Mouritsen et al. 2001, pp. 754-5).

Gallhofer and Haslam show through this figure that the manner in which information is visually presented is as important as its content.  It also shows that words have in themselves a visual presence, as do numbers.

The complexity and familiarity of faces makes them a special class of visual input which derives from developmental changes in infants, whereby they learn quickly to respond to more differentiated forms (Smith and Taffler, 1996, p. 69). Smith and Taffler (1996) show experimentally that readers can process accounting information more quickly through schematic faces or ‘emoticons’ than through traditional financial ratios or statistics. 

These two photographs of wind turbines are typical of images in sustainability reports.  They are used as the basis for a discussion [Section 4.3] of visual content analysis as a research method.













^1	  The EIASM (European Institute for Advanced Studies in Management) has supported three workshops on ‘Aesthetics, Art and Management’, two workshops on the theme of ‘Imag[in]ing business’, three on architecture and two on ‘Fashioning Management’.  The UK ESRC (Economic and Social Research Council) has sponsored the Building Capacity in Visual Methods programme and the first international visual methods conference (2009).  In conjunction with the foundation in 2008 of the inVisio research network (International Network for Visual Studies in Organisations, www.in-visio.org), the ESRC has also supported a seminar series and a Researcher Development Initiative to advance visual methodologies in business and management, available at http://moodle.in-visio.org/.  
^2	  A book chapter (Davison 2013) covers a very restricted amount of the ground covered by this paper.
^3	  A further paper (Meyer et al., 2013) reviewing the visual field in management studies was published as this present paper was at a final stage.  It discusses the influential roots of visual research in management research, and identifies five approaches (archaeological, practice, strategic, dialogical, documenting);  it too includes brief reference to a subset of some 20 papers in accounting research.
^4	  See also the forthcoming special issue of Accounting and Business Research entitled Accounting narratives:  quantification, storytelling and sensemaking
^5	  The field is still relatively small, and the 83 papers are the author’s personal library collected over some twelve years of visual research in accounting.  The library consists of papers written in English.
^6	  Postmodernism is a late twentieth century movement or set of practices across all disciplines.  It is a wide-ranging concept which is characterized by complexity, multiplicity and instability, and is a reaction against an assumed certainty and objectivity in efforts to portray reality. 
^7	  Semiotics is a large field, closely related to linguistics, devoted to the systematic study of signs, whether, for example, words, images, music, gestures or fashion.  The field came to prominence in the 1960s and incorporates many different theoretical stances and methodological tools across disciplines.  Leading theorists associated with semiotics are, for example, Barthes, Eco, Greimas, Kristeva, Lacan and Lévi-Strauss.  Image, Music, Text (Barthes, 1977) is a collection in translation of some of Barthes’ finest essays.
^8	  Binary opposition is an important tenet of structuralism, originating in the linguistics of Saussure, who argued that systems of thought are rooted in opposites.  Barthes often devised theoretical frameworks from binary oppositions, such as ‘denotation’ versus ‘connotation’ or ‘studium’ versus ‘punctum’.
^9	  ‘Icon, iconography, iconology’ is a theoretical framework devised by Davison (2009).  It synthesizes the concepts of three theorists of the visual sign (Panofsky, Peirce and Barthes) to suggest a three-layered analysis based on icon (descriptive function), iconography (symbolic function), iconology (intuitive function).  Panofsky used the terms ‘pre-iconography, iconography, iconology’.  Peirce used the terms ‘icon, index, symbol’.  Barthes used the terms ‘denotation, connotation/signification/stadium, significance/punctum’.
^10	  The paper takes the form of a dialogue between Yin and Yang.
^11	  Rhetoric is a vast and ancient field that overlaps with modern semiotics.  Rhetoric originates in the classical arts of linguistic discourse.  These include concepts such as: appeal to logos, pathos and ethos; attention to invention, arrangement, style, memory, delivery; the use of rhetorical operations such as repetition, omission, transposition, permutation and figures of speech such as alliteration or antithesis (schemes), metaphor or satire (tropes).  Interest in rhetoric resurfaced among critical theorists of the late twentieth century.
^12	  Just as linguistic metaphor incorporates comparison or transfer (‘All the world’s a stage’), so it may be suggested that ‘a visual metaphor occurs when one visual element is compared to another visual element, which belongs to a different category or frame of meaning’ (Forceville, 1996).  Thus a sports car might be juxtaposed with a panther to suggest speed.  
^13	  Performance theory is concerned with the analysis of performance in its many forms, which may include rituals, ceremonies and sporting events as well as conventional theatrical or musical events.  Performance theory draws from many disciplines, and includes semiotic analysis.
^14	  In Laughter:  An essay on the meaning of comic (1911) Bergson theorises that laughter is firstly essentially human, is secondly a mental activity involving emotional distance, and finally that it must have a social meaning.
^15	  Ezzamel (2009) outlines Hobbes’ theory of collective order as follows:  ‘To overcome chaos, Hobbes advances the notion of the power of the sovereign, as the prototype of supra-individual collective force; an artificial man (Leviathan) that emerges as the body politic (the state) with responsibility to preserve peace both within and outside the state (Hobbes, 1991, Chapter 18). The role of the sovereign therefore is to [expunge all possibility of war] thus maintaining order both internally and externally. Hobbes’ emphasis upon sovereign power and the construction of order has immediate import to the world of the ancient Egyptians, given their obsession with cosmic and worldly order.’ (p. 350).
^16	  The term was coined by Goffman to refer to the study of social interaction in terms of theatrical performance.
